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2100 N

Operate an impeller to start depositing
powder from a hopper into a print area
as a gantry moves the hopper in a first
direction across the print area.
2102

A 4

Operate a spreader rod to smooth
out the powder on the print area as
the gantry moves the hopper and the
spreader rod across the print area in
the first direction.

2104

\ 4
Upon the gantry reaching a
predetermined position in the print area,
stop the impeller to stop depositing the
powder while continuing to operate the
spreader rod.

2106

Deposit ink through one or more inkjets
as the gantry moves the hopperin a
second direction opposite the first
direction, across the print area..
2108

FIG. 21
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1
POWDER SPREADING APPARATUS AND
SYSTEM

CROSS REFERENCE TO RELATED
APPLICATIONS

This continuation application relates to and claims the
benefit of U.S. Provisional Patent Application Ser. No.
63/011,343 filed on Apr. 17, 2020, entitled “POWDER
SPREADING MECHANISM” and U.S. patent application
Ser. No. 17/234,255 filed on Apr. 19, 2021 now issued as
U.S. Pat. No. 11,504,879, entitled “POWDER SPREADING
APPARATUS AND SYSTEM”, which are incorporated
herein by reference in their entireties.

TECHNICAL FIELD

In general, the present invention relates to a powder
spreading apparatus, and more particularly to a powder
spreading apparatus for applying powdered materials in thin
layers at high speeds.

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

Three-dimensional (3D) Printers have become crucial
equipment in modern manufacturing processes. One specific
application of a 3D printer is a 3D binder jet printer that can
be used for making ceramic or sand-based parts. In prior art
two-piston arrangements of 3D printers, depending on the
operator’s practices and how the powder is used, there can
be a large variation of supply powder density from job to
job. Powder can be insufficiently packed, leading to insuf-
ficient powder in the build process, short spreading (incom-
plete layers), and a wasted run. Powder can also be over-
packed, in which case the roller or gantry motors stalls out
when trying to carve off powder. Another failure mode can
be caused where the media is packed into a brick like state,
and excessive wall friction combined with the mass of the
powder prevents the feed piston from moving up enough to
supply a full dose of powder, or even stalls completely.
During the printing process, repeatedly passing the spreader
roller over the feed piston continues to pack powder, so
stalling can happen mid build.

Further, prior art 3D printers can provide a variable
powder density from one side of a work area to the other, and
also powder density variations from layer to layer. Other
issues caused by prior art systems include short spreading,
where insufficient powder supply results in incomplete lay-
ers or trenches in the build piston, layer shifting resulting
from too much horizontal force pushing the early layers in
the direction of spread, or insufficient powder density near
the end of the layers, which can cause the part to tip forward,
or compress down into the lighter build powder. Any of
these failures can cause a scrap part.

It would be desirable to provide a 3D printing system that
can apply powdered materials having an accurate density,
and at high speeds.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

According to one aspect of the disclosure, a powder
spreading apparatus includes a hopper having a first end, a
second end opposite from the first end, a front wall, a rear
wall opposite from the front wall, and a floor. The front wall,
the rear wall, the first end, the second end, and the floor
define an interior. An impeller is disposed within the interior
of the hopper, and the impeller includes a plurality of
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circumferentially spaced flutes. The impeller is configured
to rotate about an impeller axis that extends from the first
end of the hopper to the second end of the hopper. A spreader
rod is coupled to the hopper and extends along a spreader
rod axis parallel to the impeller axis. The spreader rod is
configured to rotate about the spreader rod axis.

According to one embodiment of the apparatus, the pow-
der spreading apparatus further includes a gantry, wherein
the hopper is coupled to the gantry.

According to one embodiment of the apparatus, the pow-
der spreading apparatus further includes a gantry motor
configured to move the gantry, an impeller motor configured
to rotate the impeller, and a spreader rod motor configured
to rotate the spreader rod.

According to one embodiment of the apparatus, the pow-
der spreading apparatus further includes a controller,
wherein the controller is configured to independently control
each of the gantry motor, the impeller motor, and the
spreader rod motor.

According to one embodiment of the apparatus, the con-
troller is configured to drive at least one of the gantry motor,
the impeller motor, or the spreader rod motor at a set target
speed with respect to gantry position.

According to one embodiment of the apparatus, the con-
troller is configured to drive the gantry motor, the impeller
motor, and the spreader rod motor in pre-defined speed
ratios.

According to one embodiment of the apparatus, the con-
troller is configured to: operate the impeller motor to start
depositing powder in a print area as the gantry moves the
hopper across the print area; operate the spreader rod motor
to start the spreader rod and smooth out the powder; and
upon the gantry reaching a predetermined position, stop
operation of the impeller motor to stop depositing the
powder while continuing to operate the spreader rod motor.

According to one embodiment of the apparatus, the floor
of'the hopper includes a slot located below the impeller axis.

According to one embodiment of the apparatus, the floor
includes a central portion directly beneath the impeller axis,
a rear portion between the rear wall and the central portion,
and a front portion between the central portion and the front
wall.

According to one embodiment of the apparatus, the slot is
located in the central portion of the floor.

According to one embodiment of the apparatus, the slot is
located in the rear portion of the floor.

According to one embodiment of the apparatus, the slot is
located in the front portion of the floor.

According to one embodiment of the apparatus, the slot
includes a tooth extending into the interior of the hopper
towards the impeller.

According to one embodiment of the apparatus, a tip of
the tooth is spaced apart from the plurality of flutes by a
distance of between 0.65 millimeters and 6.5 millimeters.

According to one embodiment of the apparatus, the hop-
per further includes a shelf arranged within the interior of the
hopper and overhanging at least a portion of the impeller.

According to one embodiment of the apparatus, a width of
the hopper from the front wall to the rear wall tapers from
a top of the hopper to the floor.

According to one embodiment of the apparatus, the hop-
per is configured to store a volume of powder, and the width
of the hopper tapers such that the volume of powder exerts
a compressive force on between 25% and 50% of a perim-
eter of the impeller.

According to one embodiment of the apparatus, the plu-
rality of flutes are spaced from an interior wall of the floor
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by a gap distance, and the gap distance increases from the
slot towards the rear wall along a length of the floor.

According to one embodiment of the apparatus, the pow-
der spreading apparatus further includes a build box that
includes a print area configured to receive a layer of powder
from the hopper, and a buffer zone surrounding the print
area, wherein dimensions of the buffer zone are predeter-
mined based at least partially upon characteristics of powder
within the hopper.

According to one embodiment of the apparatus, the buffer
zone is configured to collect excess powder that falls outside
of the print area.

According to one aspect of the disclosure, a powder
spreading apparatus includes a gantry configured to move
across a print area along at least one axis. The powder
spreading apparatus further includes a hopper coupled to the
gantry, the hopper having a first end, a second end opposite
from the first end, a front wall, a rear wall opposite from the
front wall, and a floor, wherein the front wall, the rear wall,
the first end, the second end, and the floor define an interior.
The powder spreading apparatus further includes an impeller
disposed within the interior of the hopper. The impeller is
configured to rotate about an impeller axis that extends from
the first end of the hopper to the second end of the hopper.
The powder spreading apparatus further includes a spreader
rod coupled to at least one of the gantry or the hopper, and
extending along a spreader rod axis parallel to the impeller
axis. The spreader rod is configured to rotate about the
spreader rod axis.

According to one embodiment of the apparatus, the pow-
der spreading apparatus further includes one or more inkjets
coupled to at least one of the gantry or the hopper.

According to one aspect of the disclosure, a method of
applying a powder to a print area includes operating an
impeller to start depositing powder from a hopper into a
print area as a gantry moves the hopper in a first direction
across the print area; operating a spreader rod to smooth out
the powder on the print area as the gantry moves the hopper
and the spreader rod across the print area in the first
direction; and upon the gantry reaching a predetermined
position in the print area, stopping the impeller to stop
depositing the powder while continuing to operate the
spreader rod.

According to one embodiment of the method, the method
further includes depositing an ink through one or more
inkjets as the gantry moves the hopper in a second direction
opposite the first direction, across the print area.

These and other objects of this invention will be evident
when viewed in light of the drawings, detailed description
and appended claims.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

The invention may take physical form in certain parts and
arrangements of parts, a preferred embodiment of which will
be described in detail in the specification and illustrated in
the accompanying drawings which form a part hereof, and
wherein:

FIG. 1 is a perspective view of an exemplary powder
spreading apparatus;

FIG. 2 is a schematic view of an exemplary powder
spreading apparatus;

FIG. 3 is a top view of a build box defining a print area
in which a powder spreading apparatus can deposit powder;

FIG. 4 is a diagram depicted layers of printing process;

FIG. 5 is a side cross-section view of an exemplary
powder spreading apparatus;
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FIG. 6 is a front cross-section view of an exemplary
powder spreading apparatus;

FIG. 7 is a side cross-section view of an exemplary
powder spreading apparatus;

FIG. 8A is a chart of the gantry speed during a printing
process;

FIG. 8B is a chart of the gantry speed, impeller speed, and
spreader rod speed during a printing process;

FIG. 8C is a side cross-section view of an exemplary
arrangement of an impeller within a hopper, showing rep-
resentations of gantry speed, impeller speed, and spreader
rod speed;

FIG. 9 is a perspective view of an exemplary hopper;

FIG. 10 is a perspective view of an exemplary hopper
with a shelf overhanging an impeller;

FIG. 11 is a side cross-section view of an exemplary
hopper with a shelf overhanging an impeller;

FIG. 12 is a side cross-section view of an exemplary
arrangement of an impeller within a hopper;

FIG. 13A is a side cross-section view of an exemplary
arrangement of an impeller within a hopper;

FIG. 13B is a side cross-section view of another exem-
plary arrangement of an impeller within a hopper;

FIG. 13C is a side cross-section view of another exem-
plary arrangement of an impeller within a hopper;

FIG. 14A is a side cross-section view of an exemplary
arrangement of an impeller within a hopper;

FIG. 14B is a side cross-section view of another exem-
plary arrangement of an impeller within a hopper;

FIG. 14C is a side cross-section view of another exem-
plary arrangement of an impeller within a hopper;

FIG. 15 is a side cross-section view of an exemplary
arrangement of an impeller within a hopper;

FIG. 16A is a side cross-section view of an exemplary
arrangement of an impeller within a hopper;

FIG. 16B is a side cross-section view of another exem-
plary arrangement of an impeller within a hopper;

FIG. 17 is a side cross-section view of an exemplary
arrangement of an impeller within a hopper;

FIG. 18 is a side cross-section view of an exemplary
arrangement of an impeller within a hopper;

FIG. 19 is a perspective view of various embodiments of
impellers;

FIG. 20 is a side cross-section view of an exemplary
arrangement of an impeller within a hopper, and a powder
sensor; and

FIG. 21 is a flow chart depicting a method of depositing
powder.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE
INVENTION

Embodiments of the invention relate to a powder spread-
ing apparatus that can be used as part of a three-dimensional
(3D) printer, such as a 3D binder jet printer. The powder
spreading apparatus can include a hopper configured to
contain a volume of powder. The powder spreading appa-
ratus further includes an impeller within the hopper’s inte-
rior to dispense the powder through a slit in the floor of the
hopper to create a layer of powder on a print area. A spreader
rod rotates and rolls over the layer of powder to compact and
smooth the powder. Compared to prior art 3D printers, the
present embodiments can operate more consistently and
provide a layer of powder faster while also creating less
variation of powder density across a print area. Through use
of the various features of the present embodiments, the
powder density variations within a build can be minimized
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to the point that the standard deviation across a build area,
from left to right as well as from front to back can be less
than 0.01 g/cm”3.

The best mode for carrying out the invention will now be
described for the purposes of illustrating the best mode
known to the applicant at the time of the filing of this patent
application. The examples and figures are illustrative only
and not meant to limit the invention, which is measured by
the scope and spirit of the claims.

Referring now to the drawings, wherein the showings are
for the purpose of illustrating exemplary embodiments of the
invention only and not for the purpose of limiting same, FIG.
1 illustrates a powder spreading apparatus 100 for providing
multiple stages of compression to consistently work fine
powder blends into a target density during a powder han-
dling and deposition process.

The powder spreading apparatus can include an onboard
material hopper 102. The hopper 102 can include a first end
104, a second end 106 opposite the first end, a front wall
108, a rear wall 110 opposite the front wall, and a floor 112,
each defining an interior of the hopper 102. In certain
embodiments, the hopper 102 can have a cover on its top
side. The cover can be opened manually, or it may be
actuated or controlled through various methods commonly
used in the art, including by operation of the controller 200
(shown in FIG. 2). The powder spreading apparatus 100 can
further include an impeller 114 disposed within the interior
of the hopper 102. In certain embodiments, the impeller 114
can include a plurality of flutes circumferentially spaced
around the impeller 114. The impeller 114 is configured to
rotate about an impeller axis 116 that extends from the first
end 104 of the hopper 102 to the second end 106 of the
hopper 102. The powder spreading apparatus 100 can further
include a spreader rod 118 coupled to the hopper 102 and
extending along a spreader rod axis 120 that extends parallel
to the impeller axis 116. It should be appreciated that the
spreader rod 118 can be coupled directly to the hopper 102
or coupled indirectly to the hopper 102 via another compo-
nent.

As shown, the hopper 102 can be filled with and transport
a suitable material, such as a powder 122. The impeller 114
can be rotated to compress the powder 122 as it is dispensed
onto a print area 124, which may include a previous powder
layer, in a build box 126 defined by walls 128. The spreader
rod 118 can then pass over and smooth the pre-compressed
new powder layer. The spreader rod 118 can provide level-
ing and compaction to the powder without transporting the
powdered materials for any nominal distance. A buffer zone
130 surrounds the print area 124 and is predetermined based
upon characteristics of the powder and a set of operating
conditions. The buffer zone 130, which surrounds the print
area 124 collects any excess powder without the use of an
overflow device or receptacle.

Turning now to FIG. 2, the powder spreading apparatus
can include a controller 200. Controller 200 can be a
programmable logic controller (PLC), a microprocessor,
control circuitry, a computer numerical control (CNC) con-
troller, among others. It should be appreciated that the
controller 200 can include a single controller or multiple
controllers. The powder spreading apparatus 100 can further
include a gantry motor 202, an impeller motor 204, and a
spreader rod motor 206. Each of these motors can be any of
a servo motor, a stepper motor, a linear motor, a direct drive
motor, a vibratory motor, a DC brushless motor, a DC
brushed motor, an AC brushless motor, among others. The
controller 200 can be configured to operate each of the
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gantry motor 202, the impeller motor 204, and the spreader
rod motor 206 independently of one another.

The powder spreading apparatus can further include a
gantry 208 upon which the hopper 102 is mounted. The
gantry 208 can support the hopper 102, the impeller 114, and
the spreader rod 118. The gantry motor 202 is configured to
move the gantry 208, for example, along print area 124 in
the build box 126. The gantry 208 can be configured to move
along one or more axes. The impeller motor 204 is config-
ured to rotate the impeller 114, and the spreader rod motor
206 is configured to rotate the spreader rod 118. The powder
spreading apparatus 100 can further include a print head
210. In certain embodiments, the print head 210 can be
coupled to the gantry 208. In other embodiments, the print
head 210 can be coupled to the hopper 102. The print head
210 can include one or more inkjets. It should be appreciated
that the controller 200 can also control operation of the print
head 210, or the print head 210 may have its own dedicated
print head controller.

FIG. 3 shows a top view of the build box 126, with the
print area 124 and the buffer zone 130 that surrounds the
print area 10. The buffer zone 130 may have a smaller area
than the print area 124. By providing a print area 124 larger
than the buffer zone 130, waste powder is reduced.

FIG. 4 depicts a cross-section of multiple layers of
powder beneath the spreader rod 118. The layer actively
being spread is layer B and layer C is the previously spread
layer that is adjacent to layer B. The width of the buffer zone
130 can be approximated, for example by calculating the
length of the lower (horizontal) leg of a triangle (b), where
the layer thickness (a) is known as an input to the controller
200, and the lower angle (A) is approximated by the Angle
of Repose for the powder 122, which can be determined
through material testing. Such calculations can also be made
using the internal friction angle, or wall friction angle
between specific powders and hardware materials of con-
struction. Due to the material being compressible, the buffer
zone 130 can be sized between one-half and five times the
length of the lower leg (b). The value of b can be calculated
by using the equation: b=(a*sin (B))/sin (A)). It should be
appreciated that the buffer zone may be wider for some
powders. The powder interface between layer B and layer C
is shown as approximately the hypotenuse (c) of triangle (b).

Turning now to FIG. 5, the powder 122 can be dispensed
from the hopper 102 through a dispensing slot 132 that feeds
the powder 122 into a new layer, pre-compressed for
smoothing and ready for further compression in region 134.
In certain embodiments, the slot 132 can have an articulated
closure to prevent powder leaks from occurring. This closure
can be manually actuated, passively actuated through inter-
actions with other machine components, or actuated via a
mechanical device operated by the controller 200. Compres-
sion of the powder 122 in the hopper 102 occurs in a
narrowing zone 136 between the impeller 114 and the walls
of the hopper 102. Specifically, the width of the hopper 102
between the front wall 108 and the rear wall 110 can taper
from the top of the hopper 102 to the floor 112 to create the
narrowing zone 136. As the hopper 102 moves forward (e.g.
by way of the gantry 208 moving forward), the rotating
spreader rod 118 further compresses and smooths the pow-
der 122 in region 134.

FIG. 6 shows a front cross-sectional view with the
spreader rod 118 traveling toward the viewer. The hopper
102 can be narrower than the build box 126, but at least as
wide as the intended print area 124. The spreader rod 118
can also have a width greater than that of the print area 124
and the buffer area 130. The spreader rod 118 travels
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horizontally at a height lower than the hopper 102. Excess
powder, if moving perpendicular to the direction of spread,
is lightly compressed into the buffer region 130, which may
have a lower density of powder than the print area 124.

The width of the buffer area 130 can be chosen to be
approximately one to five times wider than the internal shear
angle of the powder under similar level of consolidation
forces. The width of the buffer area 130 can be calculated
based on the shear angle of the powder in flow. Different
build boxes 126 of varying widths may be utilized for
different powders, based on their flow behavior. Likewise, a
variable slot 132 width, or chokes, could be employed to
make the print area 124 smaller, while holding the build box
126 size constant. In certain embodiments, the build box 126
walls on either end of the spreader rod 118 can be taller than
the left or right box walls, to prevent overflow of difficult
materials on the floor-thereby ensuring a clean and low
maintenance build process, without dropping powder 122 to
side overflow chutes or otherwise allowing build up in the
path of the print head.

Turning now to FIG. 7, one embodiment of a powder
deposition process is depicted from a side cross-section
view. At position 700, at the beginning of powder 122
deposition, the impeller 114 starts to turn, depositing pre-
worked powder 122 in front of the spreader rod 118. Powder
122 deposition continues across the print area 124 up to
position 702, which corresponds to the beginning of the
buffer area 130 for the end of travel in the spreading
direction. At position 702, the impeller 114 stops turning,
which stops the delivery of powder 122 to the print area 124.
The spreader rod 118 continues to rotate over the buffer area
130, compacting any remaining excess powder 122 so that
no residual powder drops off the end of the build box 126.
The spreader rod 118 can stop at position 704. The bound-
aries of the buffer area 130 can be adjustable based on
powder flow properties so that the machine can be used for
a variety of media. Likewise, the position and timing of
component stop and start locations may be adjusted.

FIGS. 8A, 8B, and 8C correlate the components, velocity,
and deposition rate of the powder deposition apparatus 100
components during a printing process, for example as they
relate to the conditioning and deposition of the powder 122.
FIG. 8A illustrates that the gantry 208 travels at an essen-
tially constant velocity during powder 122 deposition.
Acceleration and deceleration ramps can occur outside of
the print area 124, but they may overlap the buffer zone 130
on either end, in order to help reduce the overall length of
travel along the particular axis.

FIGS. 8B and 8C graphically illustrate the relationships of
the spreading motion speeds with respect to the x-axis
position. The gantry speed, VX, is essentially constant across
the print area 124, with the acceleration/deceleration zones
at beginning and end. It should be appreciated that variations
in either the impeller rate Vr or Vx can result in over or under
supply of powder media to the current layer 800 being
printed. The rotational velocity Vr of the impeller may vary.
Certain powders 122 may benefit from either a fast or slow
ramp up, including even an intentional overshoot/under
speed of Vr at the beginning of the layer to establish
sufficient powder to fill the nip 802 under the roller when the
layer begins, and to establish the appropriate powder bead
804 in front of the smoothing device. Likewise, depending
on powder properties, the rotational velocity of the smooth-
ing rod Vs can be increased at either end of the spreading
process, though generally the compaction is kept constant
through the print area 124. The speeds, Vr, Vx, Vs can be
independently driven with, for example, stepper, linear,
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vibratory, or servo motor controls corresponding to the
impeller motor 204, the gantry motor 202, and the spreader
rod motor 206, independently controlled by the controller
200. In certain embodiments, each motor can be driven at a
set target speed, with respect to x position. In other embodi-
ments, the motors can be driven in pre-defined speed ratios,
for example, by taking advantage of digital servo-camming
software programming. For example, the ratio of Vx and Vr
can be changed at the beginning and/or end of travel to
achieve target print area density without generating excess
material or overflow spillage of powder 122. In an embodi-
ment, VX may be in the range of five to thirty inches per
second, for example between fifteen to twenty inches per
second. Vr may be in the range of one to one hundred
revolutions per minute (RPM), for example between four to
ten RPM. Vs may be in the range of five to one hundred
RPM, for example between twenty to fifty RPM. It should
be appreciated that the values and ratios will depend on the
speed of deposition, target layer thickness, and material flow
properties. It should be appreciated that the impeller 114 and
the spreader rod 118 may be rotated in either a clockwise or
a counter clockwise rotation. In an embodiment, the impeller
114 and the spreader rod 118 rotate in opposing directions.

In certain embodiments, the powder spreading apparatus
100 can self-diagnose the quality of the individual layers by
utilizing a scanner to scan the height profile of the layer with
a laser, low angle lighting or other such Al vision tools. If
a layer is determined to be incomplete or missing materials/
powder 122, the controller 200 can return the powder
spreading apparatus 100 to such defects, and correct them by
selectively depositing additional powder 122 where neces-
sary.

Certain aspects of the hopper 102 shape and design can
improve the function of the powder spreading apparatus
100. For example, certain wall geometries of the hopper 102
can result in highly dense, well packed powder 122 around
the impeller 114. However, in certain situations, powder 122
stored within a hopper 102 can impose a strong downward
pressure on the impeller 114. In some cases, dependent on
wall geometry, materials of construction, and the media (e.g.
powder) being handled, the braking force of the compacted
powder 122 can be sufficient to stall out or torque limit
motors, such as impeller motor 204, having a size reasonable
to be carried onboard the gantry 208, and/or to cause timing
belts to skip teeth while the motors are turning. Adding
larger motors and or gear boxes, as is done in industrial
applications with rotary vane valves, can add excessive
weight for the gantry born component, substantially driving
up the cost of the gantry drive system. For example, hopper
900 in FIG. 9 can increase the amount of torque required by
the powder spreading apparatus 100. Hopper 900 depicts an
impeller 114 that is fully exposed to any downward pressure
created by powder 122 stored within the hopper 900.

The torque required to turn the impeller can be substan-
tially reduced by reducing or eliminating the vertical load
exerted by the powder 122 above the impeller 114. Turning
now to FIG. 10 and FIG. 11, another exemplary embodiment
of a hopper 1000 is shown. Hopper 1000 includes a shelf
1014, which covers or overhangs a substantial portion of the
impeller 114, limiting downward pressure from stored pow-
der 122 on the impeller 114, and reducing the torque
required in the system. The shelf 1014 can include a shelf
wall 1016 having a steep enough slope to allow for powder
flow through the hopper 1000. The shelf 1014 is attached to
the rear wall 1010 of the hopper 1000 and overhangs at least
a portion of the impeller 114. It should be appreciated that
the shelf 1014 can also be attached to the front wall 1008,
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or one or both of the first end 1004 and second end 1006. In
certain embodiments, the shelf 1014 can be a sheet metal
insert. The shelf 1014 can also serve as a functional space.
For example, in certain embodiments, the shelf 1014 can
hold tools, or any of the gantry motor 202, impeller motor
204, or the spreader rod motor 206.

Turning now to FIG. 12, in certain embodiments, the front
wall 108 can be sloped inwards towards the floor 112 while
the rear wall 110 remains vertical. In this manner, the width
of'the hopper 102 from the top of the hopper 102 to the floor
112 tapers. In certain embodiments, cohesive powders can
“cake” into the crevices of an impeller 114 and rotate full
circle without exiting the device. Such issues can be
addressed with varied front wall 108 and rear wall 110
shapes. As shown in FIG. 13A, one or both of the front wall
1302 or the rear wall 1304 can approach the floor 1308 at an
inward angle to overhang a portion of the impeller 114. This
overhang can reduce the downward pressure from the stored
powder 122 on the impeller 114. In this arrangement shown
in FIG. 13A, a phenomena of a key stone arch or bridge or
dome (shown by the arched dotted lines) can prevent powder
122 from flowing into the impeller feed section 1306 of the
impeller 114. The bridging behavior is common with fine
powders in hoppers with a converging cross section. In FIG.
13B, bridging can also occur if one of the front wall 1322 or
the rear wall 1324 is vertical as the walls approach the floor
1328, if the opposing wall is angled below the wall friction
angle, once again yielding a blockage of flow to the feeding
section 1326. As shown in FIG. 13C, hopper 1340 can
include a front wall 1342 and a rear wall 1344 that are both
vertical as the hopper 1340 transitions to the impeller feed
area 1346. The floor 1348 curls around the impeller 114 to
create an overhang, which can reduce the downward pres-
sure form the stored powder 122 on the impeller 114. The
bridging phenomena are substantially eliminated in a hopper
such as hopper 1340 with essentially vertical front and rear
walls 1342, 1344, though some wall angle can be tolerated
with many powder blends.

Consolidation of the powder 122 can still occur with a
properly designed feed area 1346 above the impeller 114
section that is exposed to powder 122 in the hopper 1340
above. Design of the feed area 1346 of the hopper 1340
above the impeller 114 to have a converging cross section
allows essentially mass flow from the feed area 1346 to the
compression zone, where the powder is intentionally worked
by the impeller 114 against the front wall 1342, rear wall
1344, and/or floor 1348 to reduce the entrapped air, thereby
supplying pre-consolidated powder to the spreader rod 118.
The convergence of the hopper walls 1344, 1348 can con-
tinue in a Nautilus like shape all the way around to the exit
slot 1350, further working the powder between the moving
impeller and the front wall 1342, rear wall 1344, and/or floor
1348. As the space available for the powder 122 to occupy
is reduced by the convergence of the hopper front wall 1342,
the rear wall 1344, and the impeller 144, the loose powder
122 is even further densified, prior to being discharged onto
the surface of the powder bed in the print area 124.

Some powders 122 are cohesive enough that the compac-
tion in the compression zone is sufficient to cause them to
not exit from the slot 132, and rather the powder 122 can
compact in the flutes and rotate full circle. This issue can be
solved by strategic placement of the slot 132. Turning now
to FIG. 14A, hopper 1400 is a bottom-emptying hopper
1400. In various embodiments, the floor 1408 includes a
central portion 1412 directly beneath the impeller axis, a rear
portion 1414 between the rear wall and the central portion
1412, and a front portion 1416 between the central portion
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1412 and the front wall. Hopper 1400 includes a slot 1410
located at the central portion 1412 of the floor 1408. It
should be appreciated that the central portion 1412 of the
floor is not necessarily the center point of the floor 1408, but
rather is at a location directly beneath the impeller axis 116.
Certain embodiments of bottom emptying hoppers tend to
leak powder as the gantry 208 moves.

FIG. 14B illustrates a side discharge configuration of the
exit slot 1430. The slot 1430 is located on the rear portion
1434 of the floor 1428. The location of the slot 1430
provides more compression of the powder 122 by the
impeller 114, and prevents the powder 114 from leaking out
of the slot 1430, and also deposits the powder 122 at a
location on the print area 124 closer to the spreading rod 118
as compared to a central or front portion 1436 location of the
slot 1430. It should be appreciated that the slot 1430 may
also be located on the front portion 1436 of the floor 1428
in various embodiments.

FIG. 14C illustrates an embodiment of a hopper 1440,
where a powder 122 packs into the teeth of the impeller 114
and rotates as a mass, with minimal powder output from the
slot 1450. Such a result may be due to the type of powder
used, for example.

Turning now to FIGS. 15, hopper 1500 includes a floor
1508 having a slot 1510 that includes a tooth 1518 extending
inwards towards the impeller 114. For powders that com-
pact, but are not too cohesive, the addition of a tooth 1518
projection above the slot 1510 provides a force in the
opposite direction of motion, and can help to encourage the
pre-compressed powder 122 to release from the impeller 114
flutes so that they may discharge through the slot 1510 as
intended. Close proximity of the tooth 1518 to the impeller
114 can cause a particle back pressure, releasing the powder
122 in the flutes of the impeller 114, thus reducing the
amount of powder 122 that is carried full circle by the
impeller 114. The functionality of the tooth 1518 is depen-
dent on the gap between a tip of the tooth 1518 and the tip
of the impeller 114, referred to as a tooth-to-tip gap. In
certain embodiments, a tooth-to-tip gap of 6.5 mm, or
approximately 60 times the mean powder diameter aids in
dislodging the pre-compacted powder from the flutes of the
impeller 114. In certain embodiments, smaller tooth-to-tip
spacing can be more effective, and a gap of 0.65 mm, or 6
times the mean powder diameter, can be preferable. It is to
be appreciated that the full range of tooth-to-tip gaps
between. 65 mm and 6.5 mm can be acceptable. Material
wear due to abrasive powders is a concern for small tooth-
to-tip and small tip to wall gaps, therefore abrasion resistant
materials of construction, or abrasion resistant coatings can
also be incorporated in certain embodiments.

Turning now to FIGS. 16 A, to further minimize the torque
on the motor, the section of the impeller 114 housing defined
by the floor 1608, just after the exit slot 1610 and tooth 1618
can be designed with a divergent cross section. The diver-
gence allows any powder that remains attached to the
impeller 114 to relax its state of compression, and therefore
not exert substantial frictional or compressive forces on the
wall of the floor 1408 during rotation. In other words, the
flutes of the impeller 114 can be spaced from an interior wall
of the floor 1608 by a gap distance A, and the gap distance
Aincreases from the slot towards the rear wall along a length
of the floor 1608. In combination with the overhang above
the impeller 114, the ratio of the impeller 114 surface
exposed to compressive load and shear forces resisting
rotation can be reduced from nearly 100% of the perimeter,
to as low as 50% of the perimeter, or even to as low as 25%.
In certain embodiments, the divergent section 1619 can be a
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reverse Nautilus type shape, as seen in FIG. 16A, or a
stepwise increase in the impeller 114 to wall gap B, as shown
in FIG. 16B. FIG. 17 illustrates another example of the
increasing gap distance between the tips of the impeller 114
flutes and the rear portion 1714 of the floor 1708 starting at
the slot 1710.

In general, the gap between the tips of the fluted impeller
114 must be sufficiently close to the wall of the floor 1708
to resist powder 122 being blown through the gap between
the impeller 114 and hopper walls. Similarly, the gap must
be sufficiently close so that the clearance between impeller
tip and wall causes powder to be pulled in, and through, the
consolidation zone inside and around the impeller 114 flutes.
In certain embodiments, impellers 114 are constructed of a
single piece to eliminate any additional gaps between impel-
ler components that could cause air gaps that leak powder
122, or cause variations in powder 122 flow. In certain
embodiments, for powders 122 of size under 200 um, a gap
of more than 4 mm between the impeller 114 flute and the
wall of the floor 1708 surrounding the impeller 114 can fail
to stop the powder from flowing around the impeller and
through the exit slot 1710 when such flow is undesirable.
With too large of a gap, the powder can compress during
rotation and can pack into the flutes, and rotate as a solid
mass with the impeller 114, effectively turning the impeller
114 into a rotating cylinder, instead of a series of small
pockets of compressed powder. This condition can cause
little to no powder to be pushed out the exit slot 1710. In
certain embodiments, the impeller 114 to wall gap can be
less than 4 mm, and even less than 2 mm. As a ratio of
impeller-to-wall gap to powder 122 mean diameter, in
certain embodiments, there can be a gap that is less than 40
times the mean diameter of the powder 122, including even
less than 20x the mean diameter.

Turning now to FIG. 18, a further embodiment of a
hopper 1800 is depicted. Hopper 1800 can be constructed
from bent sheet metal. In other embodiments, a hopper 102
can be constructed using other methods such as 3D printing
or molding techniques.

Turning now to FIG. 19, different embodiments of impel-
lers 114 are shown. Impeller 114 can include different
layouts, numbers, and arrangements of flutes. In other
embodiments, impeller 114 can include a knurled or dia-
mond-like texture on the impeller 114.

FIG. 20 depicts a laser 2002 and sensor component that
can sense and detect the presence of powder 122 on the layer
of powder 122 being spread. The powder spreading appa-
ratus 100 can be made self-adapting by the use of the laser
2002 and corresponding sensor to monitor the volume of
powder 122 in front of the spreader rod 118, allowing the
controller 200 to self-tune the speed of the impeller 114,
spreader rod 118, and/or gantry 208 to keep a predetermined
amount of powder 122 in front of the spreader rod 118. In
other embodiments, load cells could monitor the average
mass flow of powder from the hopper to make similar
adjustments. The laser 2002 and optical sensor and/or the
load cells can provide feedback to the controller 200 should
excess powder 122 be dispensed. The controller 200 can
then adaptively reduce the rate at which the impeller 114
turns, to reduce the amount of powder 122, and prevent
wasted overflow.

In certain embodiments, the powder spreading apparatus
100 can include a second compression unit that is located
immediately behind the spreader rod 118 and contacts the
powder 122 immediately after the spreader rod 118 to
provide further densification of the powder 122 layer in the
build box 126. The second compression unit can be, for
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example, an additional smoothing roller physically offset by
a distance behind the spreader rod 118, a static pressing plate
with or without an angled surface, or a vibrating shoe,
wherein the amplitude of the vibration is sufficient to pro-
vide the target compaction, and the frequency of vibration is
sufficiently high in relation to the gantry 208 speed in order
to avoid a wave-like deformation of the surface.

Turning now to FIG. 21, an exemplary method 2100 is
depicted. At reference numeral 2102, an impeller 114 is
operated to start depositing powder 122 from a hopper 102
into a print area 124 as a gantry 208 moves the hopper 102
in a first direction across the print area 124. At reference
numeral 2104, a spreader rod 118 is operated to smooth out
the powder 122 on the print area 124 as the gantry 208
moves the hopper 102 and the spreader rod 118 across the
print area 124 in the first direction. At reference numeral
2106, upon the gantry 208 reaching a predetermined posi-
tion in the print area, the impeller 114 is stopped to stop
deposition of the powder 122 while continuing to operate the
spreader rod 118. At reference numeral 2108, ink is depos-
ited through one or more inkjets as the gantry 208 moves the
hopper 102 in a second direction opposite the first direction,
across the print area 124.

The above examples are merely illustrative of several
possible embodiments of various aspects of the present
invention, wherein equivalent alterations and/or modifica-
tions will occur to others skilled in the art upon reading and
understanding this specification and the annexed drawings.
In particular regard to the various functions performed by
the above described components (assemblies, devices, sys-
tems, circuits, and the like), the terms (including a reference
to a “means”) used to describe such components are
intended to correspond, unless otherwise indicated, to any
component, such as hardware, software, or combinations
thereof, which performs the specified function of the
described component (e.g., that is functionally equivalent),
even though not structurally equivalent to the disclosed
structure which performs the function in the illustrated
implementations of the invention. In addition although a
particular feature of the invention may have been disclosed
with respect to only one of several implementations, such
feature may be combined with one or more other features of
the other implementations as may be desired and advanta-
geous for any given or particular application. Also, to the
extent that the terms “including”, “includes”, “having”,
“has”. “with”, or variants thereof are used in the detailed
description and/or in the claims, such terms are intended to
be inclusive in a manner similar to the term “comprising.”

This written description uses examples to disclose the
invention, including the best mode, and also to enable one of
ordinary skill in the art to practice the invention, including
making and using any devices or systems and performing
any incorporated methods. The patentable scope of the
invention is defined by the claims, and may include other
examples that occur to those skilled in the art. Such other
examples are intended to be within the scope of the claims
if they have structural elements that are not different from
the literal language of the claims, or if they include equiva-
lent structural elements with insubstantial differences from
the literal language of the claims.

The best mode for carrying out the invention has been
described for purposes of illustrating the best mode known
to the applicant at the time. The examples are illustrative
only and not meant to limit the invention, as measured by the
scope and merit of the claims. The invention has been
described with reference to preferred and alternate embodi-
ments. Obviously, modifications and alterations will occur to
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others upon the reading and understanding of the specifica-
tion. It is intended to include all such modifications and
alterations insofar as they come within the scope of the
appended claims or the equivalents thereof.

What is claimed is:

1. A powder spreading apparatus, comprising:

a hopper having a first end, a second end opposite from
the first end, a front wall, a rear wall opposite from the
front wall, and a floor, wherein the front wall, the rear
wall, the first end, the second end, and the floor define
an interior;

an impeller disposed within the interior of the hopper,
wherein the impeller comprises a plurality of circum-
ferentially spaced flutes and is configured to rotate
about an impeller axis that extends from the first end of
the hopper to the second end of the hopper;

a spreader rod coupled to the hopper and extending along
a spreader rod axis parallel to the impeller axis, wherein
the spreader rod is configured to rotate about the
spreader rod axis;

a gantry, wherein the hopper is coupled to the gantry;

a gantry motor configured to move the gantry;

an impeller motor configured to rotate the impeller;

a spreader rod motor configured to rotate the spreader rod;

a controller configured to independently control each of
the gantry motor, the impeller motor, and the spreader
rod motor, wherein the controller is configured to
operate the impeller motor to start depositing powder in
a print area as the gantry moves the hopper across the
print area, operate the spreader rod motor to start the
spreader rod and smooth out the powder, and upon the
gantry reaching a predetermined position, stop opera-
tion of the impeller motor to stop depositing the powder
while continuing to operate the spreader rod motor;

a build box having interior surfaces that enclose the print
area; and

a buffer zone around the print area that is between the
print area and the interior surfaces of the build box,

wherein the predetermined position corresponds to a
beginning of the buffer zone, the interior surfaces of the
build box define an outer boundary of the buffer zone,
and the predetermined position stops operation of the
impeller motor to deposit substantially all of the pow-
der within the build box, wherein the width of the
buffer zone is predetermined based on flow properties
of the powder within the hopper.

2. A powder spreading apparatus, comprising:

a hopper having a first end, a second end opposite from
the first end, a front wall, a rear wall opposite from the
front wall, and a floor, wherein the front wall, the rear
wall, the first end, the second end, and the floor define
an interior;

an impeller disposed within the interior of the hopper,
wherein the impeller comprises a plurality of circum-
ferentially spaced flutes and is configured to rotate
about an impeller axis that extends from the first end of
the hopper to the second end of the hopper;

a spreader rod coupled to the hopper and extending along
a spreader rod axis parallel to the impeller axis, wherein
the spreader rod is configured to rotate about the
spreader rod axis;

a gantry, wherein the hopper is coupled to the gantry;

a gantry motor configured to move the gantry;

an impeller motor configured to rotate the impeller;

a spreader rod motor configured to rotate the spreader rod;

a controller configured to independently control each of
the gantry motor, the impeller motor, and the spreader
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rod motor, wherein the controller is configured to
operate the impeller motor to start depositing powder in
a print area as the gantry moves the hopper across the
print area, operate the spreader rod motor to start the
spreader rod and smooth out the powder, and upon the
gantry reaching a predetermined position, stop opera-
tion of the impeller motor to stop depositing the powder
while continuing to operate the spreader rod motor;

a build box having interior surfaces that enclose the print
area; and

a buffer zone around the print area that is between the
print area and the interior surfaces of the build box,
wherein the predetermined position corresponds to a
beginning of the buffer zone, and the interior surfaces
of the build box define an outer boundary of the buffer
zone, and

wherein a width of the buffer zone is predetermined based
on flow properties of the powder within the hopper.

3. A powder spreading apparatus, comprising:

a hopper having a first end, a second end opposite from
the first end, a front wall, a rear wall opposite from the
front wall, and a floor, wherein the front wall, the rear
wall, the first end, the second end, and the floor define
an interior;

an impeller disposed within the interior of the hopper,
wherein the impeller comprises a plurality of circum-
ferentially spaced flutes and is configured to rotate
about an impeller axis that extends from the first end of
the hopper to the second end of the hopper;

a spreader rod coupled to the hopper and extending along
a spreader rod axis parallel to the impeller axis, wherein
the spreader rod is configured to rotate about the
spreader rod axis;

a gantry, wherein the hopper is coupled to the gantry;

a gantry motor configured to move the gantry;

an impeller motor configured to rotate the impeller;

a spreader rod motor configured to rotate the spreader rod;

a controller configured to independently control each of
the gantry motor, the impeller motor, and the spreader
rod motor, wherein the controller is configured to
operate the impeller motor to start depositing powder in
a print area as the gantry moves the hopper across the
print area, operate the spreader rod motor to start the
spreader rod and smooth out the powder, and upon the
gantry reaching a predetermined position, stop opera-
tion of the impeller motor to stop depositing the powder
while continuing to operate the spreader rod motor;

a sensor component to monitor a volume of powder in
allowing the controller to self-tune, separate or in
combination, the gantry motor, the impeller motor, and
the spreader rod motor to keep a predetermined amount
of powder in front of the spreader rod, wherein the
sensor component is chosen from a laser and corre-
sponding optical sensor, and/or load cells that monitor
an average mass flow of powder from the hopper, and

a build box having interior surfaces that enclose the print
area; and

a buffer zone around the print area that is between the
print area and the interior surfaces of the build box,
wherein the predetermined position corresponds to a
beginning of the buffer zone, and the interior surfaces
of the build box define an outer boundary of the buffer
zone, and

wherein a width of the buffer zone is predetermined based
on flow properties of the powder within the hopper.

4. A method of applying a powder to a print area,

comprising:
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operating an impeller to start depositing powder from a
hopper into a print area located within a build box as a
gantry moves the hopper in a first direction across the
print area;

operating a spreader rod to smooth out the powder on the
print area as the gantry moves the hopper and the
spreader rod across the print area in the first direction;

upon the gantry reaching a predetermined position in the
print area, stopping the impeller to stop depositing the
powder while continuing to operate the spreader rod,
and stopping the impeller to retain substantially all of
the powder within the build box,

further comprising operating the spreader rod to smooth
our the powder on the print area such that excess
powder from the print area is deposited into a buffer
zone between the print area and an interior of the build
box,

wherein the predetermined position corresponds to a
beginning of the buffer zone, and the interior of the
build box defines an outer boundary of the buffer zone,
and

wherein a width of the buffer zone is predetermined based
on flow properties of the powder within the hopper.

5. The method of applying a powder to a print area of

claim 4, further comprising operating a controller to move
the gantry at a linear speed of VX, to control a rotational
speed Vr of the impeller and to control a rotational speed Vs
of the spreader rod.
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6. The method of applying a powder to a print area of
claim 5, further comprising setting a ratio of Vx, Vr and Vs,
separate or in combination, to achieve a target print area
powder deposition density to minimize powder usage and
overflow powder spillage into the buffer zone.

7. The method of applying a powder to a print area of
claim 5, further comprising operating a sensor component
that can sense and detect a presence of powder being spread
on the print area.

8. The method of applying a powder to a print area of
claim 7, wherein the sensor component is to monitor a
volume of powder in front of the spreader rod, allowing the
controller to self-tune Vx, Vr and/or Vs, separate or in
combination, to keep a predetermined amount of powder in
front of the spreader rod.

9. The method of applying a powder to a print area of
claim 7, wherein the sensor component is chosen from a
laser and corresponding optical sensor and/or load cells that
monitor an average mass flow of powder from the hopper.

10. The method of applying a powder to a print area of
claim 5, further comprising setting VX in the range of five to
thirty-five inches per second, Vr in the range of one to one
hundred revolutions per minute, and Vs in the range of five
to one hundred revolutions per minute.

11. The method of claim 5, further comprising depositing
an ink through one or more inkjets as the gantry moves the
hopper in a second direction opposite the first direction,
across the print area.
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